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Traveling the Distance:
Danish “Empire Migration”
to the U.S. Virgin Islands
by Pernille Østergaard Hansen
In 1917, Denmark sold its Caribbean colonies—known at the time
as the Danish West Indies—to the United States and thus made its final,
oﬃcial break with the islands of St. Thomas, St. Croix, and St. John. The
transfer of the islands to the United States involved a juxtaposition of
both rupture and continuity, however. Although the year 1917 marked
a significant decline in Danish colonial rule, “new imperial” ideas and
practices continued without interruption. Moreover, the transfer did
not break Danish ties to the former colony. Several Danes stayed on
and continued their island lives, while other Danes chose to migrate to
islands after 1917.1 In common for all of these was the general feeling
among Danes that there was a bond between Denmark and the islands,
that they were somehow connected. This was an “aﬀective” bond
grounded in the shared history and in a sort of postcolonial nostalgia,
but it was also characterized by a continued institutional connection
to the islands.2 Many of the Danes who arrived on the islands around
and after the transfer were men who worked for private companies
and institutions on the islands, and who often brought their families
with them. They were not formally tied to the (former) empire, but
could rather be understood as “empire migrants.”
The term “empire migration,” as British historian Robert Bickers
defines it, includes settlers and expatriates who are “strongly
interwoven into the fabric of the imperial experience,” even though
they are, or were, outside the colonial or military services.3 Historian
John Darwin adds to the argument by stating that even in this position,
these sailors, mechanics, engineers, hotelkeepers, clergymen, teachers,
doctors, nurses, merchants, etc. shaped the imperial presence with
their ideas and attitudes.4
In focusing on these Danish empire migrants, a white minority in
a former colony, this article situates itself within a new imperial history
trend, which explores white colonizers, settlers, or empire migrants.5
In doing this, I am recognizing the basic idea of critical whiteness
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studies that whiteness is a social construction, not unmarked or
neutral, but often structurally invisible.6
By choosing to travel across the Atlantic to live on the islands,
the migrants left their physical homes as well as their homeland,
and moved to a new place in which they had to make new homes,
both physically and in terms of belonging and identity. Therefore,
the concept of “home” is central. I explore home as more than just
a material place, but also as a process of establishing connections
and as feelings of belonging or intimacy. Borrowing the definition of
geographers Robin Dowling and Alison Blunt, I understand home
as “a place/site, a set of feelings/cultural meanings, and the relations
between the two.”7 Moreover, I understand “home” on multiple
levels—from physical households to nations and national belonging
to the Danish (imperial) feeling of being connected to the islands.8
By studying a former colony within a framework of imperialism,
this article explores the idea that imperial discourses and practices
were connected across empires, even involving non-empires. Such
a conception is linked to a newer research field, which seeks to
understand empire in global terms.9 I argue that this notion of
“connected empires” is valuable when exploring the (imagined)
imperial connections of the Danish migrants on the islands.10 This
is, however, with the crucial reservation that—in the words of
historian Cathrine Ladds—“examining the specific nature and precise
mechanisms of diﬀerent types of long-distance connections presents
a more fruitful approach to understanding the transnational forces
of empire than the catch-all concept of globalization.”11 Therefore, I
explore practices and personal narratives of the migrants in hopes of
capturing the specificity, as well as the layers and connections, of their
history.
A central contention here is that understanding the Danish
employees on the Virgin Islands as a type of “empire migrants” will
help us recognize their position in a still-existing imperial thought
system with all its related notions and institutions.12 Categorizing
the Danes as empire migrants, then, acknowledges the fact that the
Danes chose to travel to, and at least temporarily reside in, a trio of
Caribbean islands with which Denmark had a connection born out of
empire. When the oﬃcial empire ended in 1917, the flow of Danish
empire migrants, who physically reproduced the connection between
the spaces of Denmark and the Virgin Islands, continued. This body
14

of migrants consisted of both men, women, and children of all ages.
However, men were the driving force behind the act of migrating;
they were the ones who made the decision to go, and they embodied
a recruitment cycle to the islands.

Social gathering of Danes around 1929.
Source: Danish West Indian Society.

Echoes of Empire
Migrants do not travel empty-handed, either literally or
metaphorically. When Danish migrants moved to the Virgin Islands,
they brought physical luggage as well as notions of Danish colonialism,
racial categories, and West Indian life with them. Temporally, just a
few steps behind them was an imperial system with hierarchies of
power based in ideas of race and, increasingly, nationality. This very
recent past—as well as the general image of the Danish West Indies
“at home” in Denmark—was embedded in them, and it influenced
their perceptions of the islands. Thus, how the former colony was
perceived in the metropole—and how the role of Denmark as a colonial
power was articulated there—formed an essential part of the migrants
mental baggage as they set out on their journey. In the last decades of
Danish rule on the islands, conditions changed significantly.
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Throughout the years, the Danish West Indies had occasionally
been a valuable source of income for the Danish state, but they
were never considered a part of Denmark as such. The islands were
obtained for the sole purpose of making a profit, and as a result, they
were generally perceived and discussed in economic terms. Due to
this mind-set, very few local islanders learned to speak Danish and
the Danish oﬃcials on the islands were always a minority, even
among the white minority.13 When sugar beets were discovered
in Europe, sugar cane production on the islands, the key source of
income, declined. Thus, from the mid-1800s, the islands went from
being a colonial goldmine to creating deficits for the Danish state.14
The decline of the islands’ coincided with a new imperial discourse
that focused on moral and educational progress in the colonies, which
also emerged in other European empires.15
This new type of imperial thought in Europe generally went from
focusing on trade to conquering and civilizing new territories—and
colonizing Africa was a crucial part of this. The Danish state was not
involved in conquering African lands, but Danish interest in African
colonization was great, and many Danes took part in it, mainly as
mercenaries or seafarers. In fact, twenty percent of King Leopold’s
free corps in the Congo were Danes, while Danes also contributed
to German, British, and French imperialism in Africa.16 From the
1870s onward, Danish interest in “the civilizing mission,” mostly
in Africa, grew significantly, and translations of British writings
by imperial travelers such as Henry Morton Stanley and David
Livingstone were very popular.17 Meanwhile, between 1870 and 1944,
a handful of Danish authors, mainly women, established a Danish
colonial literature. Authors such as Signe Rink, Ingeborg Vollquartz,
and Lucie Hørlyk portrayed peoples and societies in the colonies of
Greenland and the West Indies, while Karen Blixen, who ran a farm
in Kenya, published the Danish version of her memoirs, the famous
novel Out of Africa, in 1936.18 Travel literature and colonial novels
were popular, and they did not just evoke a feeling of adventure, they
also underscored what Mary Louise Pratt calls a “moral fervor of the
European domination.”19 The imperial trope with its heroic discourses
of discovery and mastery of the “other landscape” was widespread in
Denmark at the time of the sale of the Danish West Indies.
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The Development Mission
In the years leading up to the sale of the islands, the growing
European interest in “civilizing” imperialism left its mark on
Denmark’s relationship to its West Indian colonies. There had been
debates about selling the islands to the United States since the 1840s—
the first negotiations took place in 1867 and then again in 1902—and as
the debate grew in Denmark in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, ideas about helping and developing the neglected islands
began to appear. When the latest attempt to sell the islands failed in
1902, the Danish state sent a commission to the islands. It returned
in 1903 with a long list of possible reforms and amendments, but the
state was reluctant to act.20 Instead, private initiatives set the agenda.
A group of prominent Danish businessmen thought the Danish
state had betrayed the islands, and that the Danish people needed
to be awakened to interest in the colonies.21 Thus, they founded the
association De Danske Atlanterhavsøer (The Danish Atlantic Islands)
to “promote the development of Denmark’s distantly placed parts
of the country,” improve general knowledge of these areas, and
to “strengthen the sense of community among the residents of the
kingdom.”22 From 1904 to 1919, the organization published the journal
Atlanten, in which they discussed issues concerning Greenland,
the Faeroe Islands, Iceland, and the Danish West Indies. De Danske
Atlanterhavsøer initiated several “development eﬀorts” on the islands
after 1902. With members of De Danske Atlanterhavsøer in front, a
plantation company by the name Plantageselskabet Dansk Vestindien
(The Plantation Company of the Danish West Indies) was set up to
re-establish abandoned plantations, create a “better and more rational
development of the agriculture,”23 and “promote the development
of a trustworthy and educated smallholder class.”24 The Plantation
Company bought several overgrown and unused plantations, mostly
on St. Croix, built housing for workers, and set up a farming school,
where boys aged nine to twelve were taught practical farming as
well as “reliability and order.”25 The Plantation Company produced
sugar, ran livestock, and experimented with diﬀerent crops. A main
idea behind the Plantation Company was to introduce “experienced
Danish farmers” and “Danish capital” into the islands’ agriculture.26
Correspondingly, Danes sought to develop the sugar industry
when, in 1903, the management of common sugar production on
17

G. Joensen at the mill machinery in Bethlehem Sugar Factory, 1916.
Source: The Danish National Archives.

St. Croix was taken over by Danish Sugar Factories Ltd. and a sugar
factory was built in the vicinity of Christiansted. St. Croix Sugar
Factory, as it was named, purchased a group of estates on the island
and set out to improve sugar production by building and running
sugar mills.27 The new factory was partly supported by the Danish
state, and partly owned by private shareholders.28 A prominent Dane
in the sugar industry, G.A. Hagemann, had bought Estate La Grange
in Frederiksted at the end of the nineteenth century, expanded the
plantation area significantly by buying neighboring estates, and built
a modern sugar factory. From 1920 onwards, the La Grange sugar
factory was administered by Danish Sugar Factories as well, sharing
managers, but with separate accounts.29 In 1923, the Danish state
pulled its backing, and parts of St. Croix Sugar Factory were sold to
a partnership of planters.30 However, the director of St. Croix Sugar
Factory, Jacob Lachmann, had personally bought Estate Bethlehem in
1903, and built a large central factory with an associated warehouse,
laboratory, carpenter shop, pumping plant, etc. When he died in 1909,
the West Indian Sugar Factory Ltd. was created from his estate and
it took over the factory and several additional plantations. The West
Indian Sugar Factory continued industrializing sugar production by
18

constructing twelve miles of railway for transport of cane between the
many plantations and the central factory. But, despite the industrious
beginnings, production gradually went downhill, and, in 1930, the
factory declared bankruptcy and was shut down.31
At the very beginning of the century, however, there was an
optimistic attitude—at least among the contributors to Atlanten
and others who were involved in the development schemes on the
islands—and belief in the positive eﬀects of the coming Panama Canal,
for example, was great. The general rhetoric of the initiators focused on
getting up to speed and getting ready for the possible increase of traﬃc
to St. Thomas after completion of the canal.32 One of the prominent
members of De Danske Atlanterhavsøer, the founder of the East Asiatic
Company, H.N. Andersen, played a major role in enabling Danish
industry on the islands. In 1902 he declared that he would open up
a steamship line between St. Thomas and Copenhagen if the sale did
not go through. Thus, following the failed sale, the first version of the
West Indian Company was founded in 1902, but closed down in 1905.
As a result, the East Asiatic Company had already bought several
properties in St. Thomas and set up the shipping passage by 1912,
when a new version, the West Indian Company Ltd., was established.33
This company’s mission was to improve and expand the harbor in St.
Thomas, but it soon became engaged in both shipping and trading.34
In 1915 the company acquired a newly constructed power station in
Charlotte Amalie, and by 1917 the company was the biggest employer
on the islands.35 The West Indian Company built a loading dock for
coal and established warehouses, a water supply system, and later
replaced the coal cranes with oil tanks. It also owned a machine shop
on the docks and opened the first tourist shop, Maison Danoise, in
1936.36 From its beginning until the company left the island in 1993, it
owned a great part of the St. Thomas harbor and had immense eﬀect
on business life and industrialization on the islands.
Another initiative in the wake of the failed sale was the Danish
West Indian National Bank. In an attempt to revive the economy
on the islands, and doubtless to profit from what leading Danish
businessmen believed to be an up and coming economy, the bank
was founded in March 1904. Four Danish shareholder-banks and
the Danish National Bank joined forces to set up a bank that had
exclusive rights to issuance of banknotes. This Danish West Indian
National Bank became a focal point for leading businessmen and their
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companies on the islands. The main oﬃce was in Charlotte Amalie
on St. Thomas, while two branches were opened in Frederiksted and
Christiansted on St. Croix. The bank was run by a bank committee in
Denmark and its concession ran for thirty years. 37
Parallel to the diﬀerent economic eﬀorts, initiatives were also set
up to “improve conditions for the population.”38 One of these was
the Lutheran society Den Vestindiske Kirkesag (The West Indian Church
Committee). It was set up in 1904, and it also published a journal
about West Indian church issues.39 The Committee generally sought
to ”provide a connection between parish life in the Motherland and
the small, poor churches out there.”40 Within this framework, the
Lutheran church on the islands organized voluntary parish councils,
educated parish workers, and arranged community care, including
a retirement home, from 1904 onwards.41 At the request of a Danish
priest on St. Croix, Danish Crown Princess Louise set up her own
Committee for Health- and Child Care in the West Indies in 1903. The
committee provided midwife services and children’s homes, where
Danish deaconesses and nurses took care of orphans and taught
child care to local mothers.42 Parallel to this, the Lutheran church
and locally based doctors experienced an increasing concern for the
lack of childcare and the high child mortality on the islands.43 As a
supplement to the children’s homes, Danish Red Cross nurses were
also sent to the islands to organize health care at the hospitals and
educate local nurses.44 Thus, through business schemes, as well as
social initiatives, “Mother Denmark” began to care for its Caribbean
colonies in the beginning of the century.
Mother Denmark – The Empire as Home
Contemporary imperial paternalism, and especially conservative
views of national responsibility, often articulated this image of
family when it came to the colonies. The colonial power often came
to be seen as a father figure for its colonial children in the eyes of
imperial paternalism. In an article in Atlanten, Paludan-Müller looked
nostalgically back in time to when the “King was the father and the
Queen the mother, a relationship that was beautifully expressed,
when old negro women dressed in black at the death of the Danish
Queen Louise, ‘because our mother is dead’.”45 This paternalistic
image was inherent in the civilizing—or developing—discourses of
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the time, and it confirmed both imperial social hierarchies and linear
ideas of historical change.46 In the case of the Danish West Indies
around the turn of the twentieth century, paternalism traveled along
two interrelating scales: firstly, a national scale invoking an “aﬀective”
connection grounded in shared history and a sort of postcolonial
nostalgia. And, secondly, a domestic scale reflecting ideas of an
“empire within the home.”47
As noted above, the idea that Danes needed to be awakened to
interest in their colony and that the islands should be connected to the
Motherland began to take oﬀ after the failed sale in 1902. Of course,
some interpretations of this narrative were more nostalgic than others.
In 1911, Otto Sommer expressed the romantic version of Denmark’s
aﬀectionate connection to the islands: “For the Negroes have a lot to
thank Denmark for, this is a historical fact that cannot be shaken, and
precisely therefore we Danes should do everything in our power to
keep the West Indian possessions; our name is written in the wave
and the church over there.”48 If not always so pompously told, a tale
of how the Danish state had abandoned and failed the islands, and
how the bond needed to be restored, found an especially strong voice
in Atlanten. This was not surprising, considering that the declared
purpose of the sponsoring association, De Danske Atlanterhavsøer,
was to “promote the development of the distant places attached to
Denmark.”49 Criticism of the state’s lack of will to help and develop
the islands was widespread. H.U. Ramsing, for example, wrote in
1907 that it would help if “the Motherland, which has its major share
in the economic debacle,” would also have taken on its share of the
loss.50 Meanwhile, councilor of state Hammerich expressed his regrets
on behalf of the state in 1911:
I found it, as you know, unworthy that Denmark, after
having extorted what it could out of these islands for
centuries, now wanted to make them into money and let
others bring them back on their feet. It was an admission
of failure that we could not be proud of, and a sad selfabandonment.51
Dalhoﬀ chimed into this same tune of failed responsibility in his
article in Atlanten: “No, the Motherland, the Mother-government, the
Mother-church—it is from there that the fresh currents and forces
should come, which should lift up the Negroes to a higher culture.”52
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Paludan-Müller agreed and blamed the government’s lack of will to
become familiar with “the Negro character.” The “indiﬀerence and
ignorance,” he argued, led to a “Negro stock that does not do our
administration honor.”53
Inherent in all of these accusations about the failure of the Danish
government was a narrative about a set of Danish islands, complete
with “Danish Negroes,” that the Danish state had the responsibility to
develop. It could be seen as a sort of imperial nationalism with features
of paternalism and the “promotion of national prestige” through
commercial enterprise.54 And the need for the job to be done by Danes,
and not “the foreign element—as the British, Americans, Dutch,
etc. were often called—was commonly expressed.55 The underlying
assumption was that Danes were responsible for the islands and their
population, and because of a special connection between the two,
Danes were the only ones that really had a true interest in the islands.
Speaking of a possible forthcoming sale, Chr. Løfting argued in 1916
that under Danish rule, the islands could acquire “a white (Danish)
farmer’s class” and thereafter a slowly introduced subdivision of land
to the locals. This, he argued, was absolutely not an option under
American rule, where major agricultural production was in focus, and
no national bond prevailed.56 Not just the special imperial relation and
its inherent responsibility were invoked to argue that Danes were best
suited to develop the islands. When it came to arguing for the need
for Danes on the islands, national self-praise was common as well.
Danish men, and the focus was on men, were regularly represented
as especially energetic, industrious, naturally gracious, philanthropic,
brave, skillful, and self-sacrificing.57 H.C.V. Møller articulated this
clearly when praising private initiatives on the islands, which, he
thought, with “energy, skill, and self-sacrifice” had “lifted the wealth
of the islands and brought them into a more profound connection
with the Motherland.”58 In the debates, Danes were indeed, in the
words of Alison Blunt, embodying modernity.59 These Danish envoys
of modernity had the right cultural level, the skills and the mindset, and—more importantly—they had a responsibility to convey
modernity to their West Indian brothers. The image of these Danish
men contained a narrative of self-sacrifice, which suggested that
they carried the “burden” of being white, that they had to sacrifice
themselves for the better of humanity. But, in the narrative, they
also carried a burden—and a blessing—of being specifically Danish.
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Because the islands were connected to Motherland Denmark, the
population was their children to bring up, the islands their personal
responsibility. What better way to educate and develop the West Indian
“children” than to construct little empires within the home? The idea
that Danish homes on the islands should be microcosms, where the
head of the house, probably a planter, was the father, and his wife the
mother, of the workers, was put forward by several debaters. Thus,
Danes needed to be on the islands themselves, and they had to set up
homes in which locals could learn from their masters, by example and
discipline. In Atlanten in 1916, Chr. Løfting for instance argued for
the need of “the personal influence from owner to farmworker, and
the good example that he sets, to be the common thread, which runs
through the development of the Negro.”60 This way, the assertion was,
through homes, and intimate bonds and practices, Denmark should
educate its other people. Paludan-Müller in particular developed
this idea at length, and he blamed the labor conflict on the lack of
personal relations to the local population. The problems on the
islands, he wrote, were caused by the fact “that our race’s task in the
tropics, by the power of example, through personal influence on the
population to direct it further culturally, has slipped into nothing; that
the good personal relationship that was earlier between worker and
employer has been lost.”61 He was sad that the Danish plantations
were no longer “small cultural centers,” where “Massa and Missis
were father and mother,” and where the “thoughts and opinions
that belonged in the main house spread through the house slaves to
the Negro houses.”62 He continued to argue that ”every plantation
needs to be owned by a skillful and intelligent man, preferably a
Danish farmer, who feels a warm interest for the dark man….”63 This
man should, then, in Paludan-Müller’s argument, marry an islandborn white woman, “who knows a little about the dark race’s many
strange thoughts and notions and understands that it has its own way
in which to be handled.”64 In this way, they could repeat the power
structures of empire in their homes, move paternalism to an everyday,
intimate scale, and establish what Blunt calls an “everyday practice of
imperial rule.”65
Through notions of the need for specifically Danish men to travel
to the islands to develop them, and through the idea that Danish
homes should be small cultural centers, the public debate reproduced
an imperial nationalism and an imagined geography of Denmark as
23

the Motherland.66 This reflected a rather general Western, paternalistic
discourse that was incorporating nationalism into its narrative – and
it thereby created the idea of the islands as home, from a domestic to
a national scale.
The Call of the Sun
The new imperial nationalism stretched beyond the oﬃcial colonial
era, and even though the debate at home slowly calmed, Danes involved
with the islands continued to believe in a development mission. After
the islands were sold in 1917, however, this mission became less and
less clear—after the state pulled out, the eﬀorts in childcare and in
connecting the local Lutheran church to Denmark ended. Moreover,
to emphasize this development, De Danske Atlanterhavsøer was, in
1919, turned into Dansk Samvirke, an organization that did not just
focus on the (former) Danish territories, but now embraced all Danes,
and all Danish interests, abroad.
The imperial bond had been loosened, but the idea that the
islands were connected to Denmark continued. The notion of the
islands as home endured. After the islands had become American,
Danes kept traveling there as part of the Danish private initiatives.
These companies still operated along the lines of imperial nationalism
and continued to recruit a Danish working force to the now American
islands. The Danish migrants cemented the connection between
Denmark and the islands with their presence and they physically
performed this connection through the journey.
Before going on the journey, though, the Danish empire migrants
made the decision to travel to these mentally and physically distant
islands. We have seen how the islands had mentally moved closer
to the Motherland, and this also had an eﬀect on Danes deciding to
migrate there. Generally, the Danes were part of a greater wave of
European, and indeed Danish, emigration at the end of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth century.67 After 1867, approximately
350,000 Danes emigrated; and for a majority of these, lack of work and
opportunity in Denmark were a motivating force. Property owners
in Denmark were consolidating farms, causing conditions to grow
worse for both smallholders and servants. Many of them thus took
part in the general movement from rural settings to the cities—or they
moved outside the borders and searched for opportunities elsewhere.
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This movement of people across the borders lasted some fifty years,
and despite social reforms at the beginning of twentieth- century
Denmark, emigration did not decrease significantly until around
1930.68 The Danes who traveled to the Virgin Islands in the twentieth
century, however, were not all farmers fleeing bad conditions.
Nevertheless, many emigrants had a “migration mind-set” that was
highly present in Denmark, and colonization had enabled the islands
to be a destination for anyone wanting to move.
Behind the personal migration decisions were diﬀerent motivations
and various degrees of diﬃculty. For some it was not so much a choice
as a consequence of their circumstances, especially when it came to
men working for the East Indian Company (EAC). Katrine Svensgaard
was married to Einar Svensgaard, an EAC employee. She remembers
how she and her husband “were ordered to go,” when her husband’s
boss in the company oﬀered him a job as engineer on St. Thomas:
“That was how it was done back then. There was nothing to discuss,”
Katrine recalls.69 Meanwhile Hjalmar Bang, according to his daughter,
came into the world of shipping through the EAC, and went on to the
islands, because he could not be what he wanted to be:
My father was a frustrated farmer. He wanted to be a farmer,
but his uncle, who he loved more than anything, said: You
might as well give up on it, because those days are over. […]
So he was apprenticed as a shipping man, and then he was
sent out to St. Thomas.70
For G. Tornøe, who was oﬀered a position as a manager of the
Frederiksted branch of the Danish West Indian National Bank in 1913,
the migration decision was a diﬃcult choice, and one he was anxious
about:
I had a wife, a couple of 3-year-old twins and a little girl
who was a couple of months old – so it was something to
consider. […] We were all very excited about the changes to
new circumstances, and yet I was somewhat uneasy about
having committed myself for 5 years—it’s a long time.71
Being an established family man, Tornøe considered the West Indian
job oﬀer carefully. The costs of a career opportunity in a thrilling new
environment might be more than he was willing to pay. Meanwhile,
when Christian Jensen, a bachelor of twenty-five years, was oﬀered
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a position as chief chemist in a sugar factory on St. Croix, he was
quick to quit his current job and go. The excitement of experiencing
the tropics was enough for him to decide.72 But work, adventure,
and advancement were not the only factors motivating Danish men
to leave their home country. Returning to Denmark after studying
abroad, Knud Knud-Hansen, for example, realized that he had
already alienated himself:
Copenhagen had not changed much during my two years
of absence, and nobody seemed to have missed me. […]
Then one rainy summer day came an advertisement in a
professional paper. There was a vacancy for a municipal
physician in St. Thomas. I dropped every chance I had in
Denmark and followed the call of the sun.73
Knud-Hansen answered the “call of the sun” and so did around 300400 other Danes in the beginning of the twentieth century.74 They
all had their own personal motives, but there was a general trend, a
common feeling, of exactly this: to follow the “call of the sun” with all
its inherent tropical excitement and latent possibilities.
As is the case in Knud-Hansen’s tale above, a shared narrative
of opportunity and adventure emerges from the memoirs of men
who chose to travel the distance to the islands. This fundamental
narrative tells us that, for most, the act of migration was a conscious
choice characterized by excitement, and sometimes anxiousness,
about the new, unknown life. Moreover, the majority of Danish men
were actually in a position to compare their lives in Denmark to a
new life in the distant tropics; they could weigh the possibilities—the
dreams of material wealth and self-improvement—against the pitfalls
of alienation and loss.75
An essential element in the circulation of empire migrants was
the fact that many returned, kept in touch with each other, and shared
their experiences at home. Thereby a network was created, and in
this way letters from relatives on the islands could stir wanderlust, or
familiar connections could enable job oﬀers or make the distance seem
shorter.76 In the case of Danish men traveling to the Virgin Islands,
a migratory network had been functioning for more than 150 years
within the framework of oﬃcial colonialism. Some were recruited
through advertisements, while family ties, or networks of family
members, often built a gateway to the islands. For instance, Volmer
26

Taylor received a telegram oﬀering him a position as plantation
administrator on St. Croix, because his father had been a pharmacist
on the islands in his youth.77 Likewise, Carl Lawaetz decided to
move to St. Croix and became a lifelong farmer there, because his
brother was the priest in the Lutheran church in Christiansted.78
Meanwhile, Christian Jensen received a letter from his father’s distant
relative saying he needed him to come and work for a sugar factory.79
Correspondingly, in the case of Theodor von Scholten, the emotional
value and practical eﬀect of personally having a familial connection
to the islands was especially pronounced. Von Scholten had a long
family history on the islands, and this familial link was the central
motivational force behind his move there. He was working for the
Danish bank, Landmandsbanken, when he was oﬀered a job in a bank
in St. Petersburg in 1919, but he was not too keen on this idea. Instead,
he found out that there was also a possibility of going to the Virgin
Islands instead. According to his son, Erik, this was an opportunity
that he found much more appealing, because of “the old relations and
family photos from out there.”80
Even casual acquaintances or chance meetings could constitute
a connection. The latter was the case for Hein Christensen, who was
actually headed to Oregon to work for his uncle who had a business
there. Weeks before leaving, and with migrating on his mind, he met a
captain who was on leave from St. Croix in Copenhagen. The captain
convinced Christensen to visit the beautiful St. Croix on his way to
Oregon, and when he did, he ended up staying for so long that his
position in Oregon was filled in the meantime. Eventually, he ended
up living on St. Thomas, working as an accountant for the West Indian
Company, among other jobs.81
The possibility and choice of traveling the distance could,
therefore, be determined by coincidence, but more often than not, it
was inspired by business or family networks. However, the practice
of migration was not only aﬀected by social networks, but also by the
spatial and chronological frameworks of the men. The sun might be
calling, but it was not just any sun, it was a specific Virgin Island sun at
a specific time in Danish and European history: these men traveled the
distance at a time when desire for opportunity often led to emigration;
and they traveled to a place to which (post)colonial structures and a
homely connection had facilitated empire migration.
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Engines of Empire Migration
The production of both the empire and its migration was highly
gendered, and in many ways empire migration to the islands after
the sale was a masculine practice. This does not mean, however, that
women did not travel to the islands, or that no woman chose the
experience of migration herself. Nonetheless, the pattern of empire
migration in the beginning of the twentieth century was largely
characterized by the employment of men; by their decision to travel
across the Atlantic for work. Many brought their families with them,
but in most cases men arrived alone, either ahead of a wife, or because
he was migrating alone.
The majority of the Danish male migrants belonged to the private
Danish institutions that had been founded before 1917, but were
not a part of the colonial administration. As we have seen, these
institutions were created in the metropole, based on ideas of home,
but had great influence on—and were also influenced by—the colony.
Thus, they belonged within a framework of both metropole and
colony, and in the interaction between the two. Even during formal
colonialism, the new, private institutions were largely independent
from the oﬃcial colonial state. However, I would argue that because
of the colonially-created ties between Denmark and the islands, these
men and institutions were both informed by, and contributing to, the
more general imperial-nationalistic discourse. In their own way, these
Danish men, who traveled to the islands to work, were fulfilling the
task that many felt Denmark had; they were the industrious young
Danes that had been called for in the Danish debate about the fate of
the islands.
For this reason, the migrants often perceived themselves as a kind
of “ambassadors of Danishness” on the islands. In 1918, for example,
Pastor Povl Helweg-Larsen complained to the bank committee of the
Danish West Indian National Bank about a postscript to an article
written in the West End News by bank director Axel Holst. Informing
the bank committee that the postscript had caused “general outrage
among the Danes out here,” Helweg-Larsen was especially outraged
by the fact that it was written by “a man who would seem to be an
obvious candidate for pursuing Danish interests.”82 Even in 1930,
many years after the transfer, the idea of the Danes as ambassadors was
thriving. Judge Thiele, for instance, wrote a letter to company director
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V. Laub about their “mutual friend” Mrs. Caroe, who was traveling
back to Denmark at no cost to herself, because she had claimed to be
unable to pay. Thiele had then been astonished to discover that Mrs.
Caroe had just cashed in a check for 5,000 kroner, and he wrote, “The
story smells bad, the longer it is retold up and down the main street,
and does not help the Danes.”83 The need for Danes to be decent and
industrious men, was also put forward by Doctor Knud Knud-Hansen,
when he tried to characterize the group of Danish men, in his memoir:
“My Danish countrymen were good men, straight, and hardworking,
with a few more or less slimy lobsters thrown in.”84 This notion of
hard-working Danes, who were on the islands as representatives of
the better man, coincided with the fact that they were often part of the
newer private development initiatives.

Inside the main oﬃce of the Danish West Indian National Bank, around 1919.
Source: The Danish National Archives. Den Dansk-Vestindiske Nationalbank.

Some of the migrants traveled to the islands, as, for example,
priests, but the three main organizations behind the Danish migration
to the islands between 1917 and 1945 were the Plantation Company,
the Danish West Indian Bank and the West Indian Company.85 In
the beginning, the Plantation Company recruited directly through a
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Danish cultivation association by the name Hedeselskabet (The Heath
Society), but soon came to acquire employees who were agriculturally
educated.86 Characteristically, they recruited all their (preferably
unmarried) managers and assistant managers from Denmark.87 The
Danish branches of the sugar industry had a similar practice. They
upheld an ongoing recruitment of Danes to fill positions as engineers,
accountants, machinists, clerks, managers, assistant managers,
craftsmen, chemists, and administrators. Only unskilled labor, such
as workers for the cane fields, was recruited locally. As a result,
Danish sugar industry employees and their personal belongings were
routinely transported back and forth across the Atlantic, often via
steamships of the Danish West Indian Company.88
The Danish West Indian National Bank also recruited and
created a circulation of employees from Denmark to fill positions in
the direction as well as administrators and accountants, while some
assistants were locally recruited and trained.89 Unlike the Plantation
Company, the bank often recruited married men, who would bring
their families along. This recruitment practice continued until the
bank closed down in 1935, when its concession to be the sole banknote issuer on the islands ended.90 Likewise, the directors of the West
Indian Company, as well as most craftsmen, accountants, engineers,
etc., were Danish. The policy of the company seems to have been to
hire Danes for these skilled positions, but it also began to train local
accountants.91 Although the company followed the same patterns of
recruiting Danes, it was often an exception from the familiar migration
networks. This was mainly because they recruited from the company’s
mother organization, the East Asiatic Company. The EAC was a
large trade and shipping company, which had always had interests
far beyond the Danish colonies. With a narrative of “cosmopolitan
nationalism,” the ambition was to establish trading networks all over
the world.92
This narrative was a variety of the nationalistic and civilizing
trends of the time. As the founder of the company, H.N. Andersen,
himself expressed it in his memoirs Tilbageblik (Looking Back) from
1914 and Udvikling (Development) from 1929:
The content can maybe contribute to raise awareness about
the fact that the ocean, which surrounds the shores of
Denmark, also connects Denmark to the great catchment
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area of the world, where the Danish nation under
normal circumstances has unhindered access alongside
other nations, and where Danish enterprise has ample
opportunity to raise and translate community values for the
benefit of our country.93
[…] Some of the world is drawn to Denmark by
producing Danish business in distant areas, which serve
the Motherland by being useful to the societies in whose
mercantile development they are taking part.94
The idea, then, was to open up to the world, revive the underdeveloped
parts, and establish trade globally–this ultimately for the good of the
Motherland.95
The Caribbean branch of the EAC, the West Indian Company,
often hired Danish men who were already within the “cosmopolitan”
network of the East Asiatic Company. Many of them had been
employed on a company ship that traveled around the world, or in
a branch either in Denmark or elsewhere. And these men were not
like every other Dane. Like diplomats—or, as many of them had been,
seafarers—they might perceive themselves first and foremost as Danes,
but they were more mobile and internationalized than many of the
other empire migrants. As a former EAC employee and later curator
at the Danish Maritime Museum, Ole Ventegodt, put it: “Seafarers
were […] in the best meaning of the word, cosmopolitans, who had
of course seen far more strange and unfamiliar things than people at
home, who had not on a larger scale begun to travel abroad.”96
More importantly, their loyalty lay with the company before
anything else, and they were used to being away from home. H.P. Berg,
for example, had been captain on two diﬀerent West Indian company
ships, sailing between Denmark and the islands, before he in 1915 was
asked to supervise the company’s port operations in St. Thomas.97 Also,
Hans E. Nielsen worked for the East Asiatic Company in Bangkok
and Johannes Rasmussen for the oﬃce in Copenhagen, before they
were both transferred to the West Indian Company. The international
nature of the company was also apparent in the hiring of Danes who
had been working abroad for other commercial companies. This was
the case, for example, for George Havn de Moldrup and Svend Erik
Carlsen, who both had previously been working in New York.98
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If all Danes were to some extent “ambassadors of Danishness,”
the Company men were ambassadors of the EAC/West Indian
Company, as well as for Denmark. This double position was evident
in the fact that the Danish consul, who was the actual representative
of Denmark on the islands, was also the director of the West Indian
Company. He and his family lived in a big white house on Denmark
Hill with views to the harbor and the Danish flag waving over the
city of Charlotte Amalie. Here, he would have representative dinners,
inviting both visiting and resident Danes for parties and arranging
celebrations on the Danish king’s birthday, etc. In the past, this had
been the governor’s responsibility, but from 1920 and onwards, the
company director took over this task, thereby performing the dual
roles of simultaneously representing the company and the home
country.99 Not just the director, but all the Danish ambassadors of the
company were supposed to represent propriety; they were expected to
practice bourgeois correctness and restraint. As Ventegodt explains in
his article, when referring to the diﬀerence between the large Danish
shipping companies:
It was not just an oﬃce flag, chimney brand, and a color
scheme, which made the diﬀerence, but a more or less
consciously developed “style” that of course throughout
the years had been naturally strengthened by attracting
temperaments, who found precisely this type of identity
appealing. […] People in the EAC ships did not doubt that
there was a little more prestige to life under the councilor’s
[H. N. Andersen] burgee. 100
Elizabeth Bang, daughter of West Indian Company employee and
later director and consul, Hjalmar Bang, remembers how it was for
him to work for the West Indian Company (and ultimately the EAC):
“He had to behave properly, because the EAC was strong stuﬀ, so you
couldn’t…you represented EAC.” This image of representation, and
ultimately Danish bourgeois values, was confirmed when she added
a story of how her mother had met her father at a dance: “That Daneman over there looking so grumpy and gloomy” was “sitting as he
had been told. […] He was brought up to be very, very correct.”101
The Danish men who went to the islands to work for either the West
Indian Company or the Danish bank generally belonged to the middle
class in Denmark. Many were part of a newer segment, however, the
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salaried workers in the trade and transport industry, in banks or in the
public sector—a group that had grown out of industrialization, while
others were either skilled craftsmen or farmers.102 As we have seen,
they were often recruited from the Danish or international branches of
the organizations. Danish West Indian National Bank employees were
very often, if not always, recruited from their job in one of the Danish
co-owner banks, while company men came from positions within the
EAC. Internal recruitment was the standard, and it established the
framework for a body of employees that was often older and more
established in life. Meanwhile, the Plantation Company and the sugar
industry in general—at least in the beginning—recruited farmworkers
and skilled craftsmen, who were often young and unmarried.
Moreover, some of the Danes who ended up working in the sugar
industry were former gendarmes, who had stayed on the islands due
to a local relationship or just a wish to stay on and work.103 Thus,
the Plantation Company and the sugar industry were to some extent
reproducing earlier patterns of colonial migration to the plantations.
However, the pattern was less clear. There was significant diﬀerence
between social status and marital practice if you were, for example,
a low-ranking craftsman, or if you were a plantation administrator.
Meanwhile, the framework was more clearly set for the bank and the
company, who generally can be said to have produced a newer type
of migrant—the married man.
Domesticating the Islands
As in other empires at the time, the fact that the islands had come
to be understood as “Danish” in more than just a territorial sense
led to a gradual domestication, or “feminization” of the (former)
colony.104 Beginning in the late 1800s, and to an increasing extent in
the early twentieth century, the idea and practice of empire as an
ultra-masculine frontier space was generally phased out. Instead, as
we have seen in the case of the Danish West Indies, concepts such
as development, welfare, racial purity, and, above all, moral “taming
of the wild” became valued in the West.105 This domestication of the
imperial discourse generally transformed, and was changed by, the
gendered framework of empire migration.
Since the islands were now increasingly understood as “home,”
they should also resemble home, both morally and in everyday
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practice.106 Thus, what can be labelled a domestication of Danish
empire migration to the Virgin Islands is perceptible if we look at
the proportion of women among the Danish migrants. In the Danish
censuses of 1890 and 1901, women made up around seven percent of
the group of Danes, while there was a tripling of the percentage of
women—to around twenty-two percent on average—in the censuses
conducted in 1911 and on to 1940. Thus, the proportion of Danish
women increased significantly between 1901 and 1911.107 Moreover, in
the American census of 1920, around sixty-five percent of the Danish
women on the islands were between eighteen and thirty-five years old,
and no one was older than fifty-five.108 If we consider that the average
migration age for the Danish women was around twenty-nine, we
can assume that many of the Danish women in the 1920 census had
arrived relatively recently.109 Such a considerable change in the gender
profile of Danish empire migration to the islands created new roles for
the women who traveled there and formed new family lives for men,
women, and children belonging to the Virgin Islands Danes.
The framework of a new, more “feminized” imperialism aﬀected,
and was of course aﬀected by, the marriage practices among the
Danish men on the islands. Therefore, studying the social status of
the men when they moved to the islands and the degree to which they
married locals, other white women, or Danes, tells us something about
the level of this feminization. In general, studying marital practices
in depth can tell us a lot about the cultures in any community; and
it can indeed tell us about (post)colonial culture and sociability in a
society as highly permeated by notions of race and class as that of the
Virgin Islands. Marital practices on the islands, among Danes, among
locals, and between Danes and locals, were indeed on the agenda in
the debate at home. They were also an issue among the Danes who
lived on the islands—before and after the sale. In a letter to his cousin
in Denmark in 1907, Danish doctor Viggo Christensen sarcastically
described the marital practices of Danes on St. Croix at the time:
On St. Croix, it is indecent not to be divorced, at least
separated—or at the very least married to a divorced
woman. The island demands it. Government Secretary
Limpricht is married to Bailiﬀ Zielian’s former wife, District
Medical Oﬃcer Kalmer is divorced from his frivolous
wife [...], who I guess is now married to former Customs
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Oﬃcer Frisch. Dr. Heyn is divorced from his first wife
(Svitzer’s daughter), and Dr. Collin’s wife left him before
he died. Police Master Olsen in Frederiksted is separated
from his Katrine. Administrator, and interim Police Chief in
Christiansted, Segelche, is married to Planter Thornberg’s
former wife, and Planter Hugo Pedersen’s wife has just left
him […]. Such is the state. The Danes are beautifully out in
front.110
This, in Christensen’s view, ridiculous marital culture among colonial
Danes on St. Croix in the early twentieth century mirrors the portrayals
of a superficial and morally decaying Danish minority in the colonial
literature at the time. It also reveals a colonial culture of intermarriage—at least at this specific moment in time and space. There
were also concerns about this sort of “moral decay” in, for example,
Atlanten, especially when it came to the local population. Moreover, a
report of the United States Congress in 1920 had similar observations
of “anomalous and shocking” marital conditions, but—also here—
only among “the coloured population.”111 What Christensen, then,
entertained his cousin with, could be an observation of Danes “going
native,” or at least of acting out of their usual framework now that
they were distant from it.
His concerns are dated to the very beginning of the century, at a
time of overlap and transition in the mind-set. They expose part of a
social practice that was specific to Danish colonizer life on St. Croix at
this time, but tell us only little about the degree of local integration in
the marriages, or about the number of single Danish men in general.
Neither the debate at home during colonialism nor the colonial
literature tells us if marital practices were challenged, reproduced,
or reconfigured when the new type of empire migrants entered the
scene. Thus, in order to understand the possible changes in marital
practices, and draw an image of the socio-cultural demographics
among the Danish empire migrants after the sale, I have studied the
American censuses from 1920, 1930, and 1940.
Censuses are not complete sources. When a census was taken,
for example, some of the Danes might have been away from the
islands, some might have filled out the forms wrong, and some might
have thought they, as Danes, did not belong in an American census.
Moreover, others might have adjusted the census facts to fit their
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own self-perception, or a socially acceptable and favored image of
themselves. In addition, there generally seems to have been ambiguity
in categorizing Puerto Ricans, who were interchangeably labelled
“mulatto” or “Latino.” For the Danish men, the narrow marital
categorizations of a census were inadequate. If, for example, a Danish
man was in a relationship with a local woman, but not married, it
would not figure. This case was highly likely, as some Danish men
could have found such a relationship socially unacceptable, or
just not “worthy” of institutionalization. At the same time, noninstitutionalized relationships with women in Denmark are also
invisible in the censuses. Re-marrying, as we saw in Christensen’s
letter above, would not appear either, just as some men declared
themselves to be married, but did not mention to whom. What, then,
can be gathered from the census data is a likely image of the gender
divisions and marital patterns, which I have tried to challenge and
fine-tune against the personal narratives and other records.112
At first glance, the marital patterns that emerge from the three
censuses are relatively similar. In all three censuses, roughly around
seventy percent of all grown men born in Denmark declared that
they were married.113 The census information does not tell us if these
married Danish men were bachelors when migrating, but it does
tell us to whom they were married. If we sum up the numbers to an
approximate image, around one-third of the married Danish men
were married to a “local woman,” while a majority of two-thirds were
married to a woman who was declared to be white.114 In addition,
around a fourth of all married Danish men in the censuses of 1920,
1930, and 1940 were married to a Danish woman.115 At the same time,
the percentage of children with two Danish parents peaked at around
thirty-five percent in the census of 1920, and then stabilized at around
fourteen percent of all children with a Danish mother and/or father
in the following censuses.116 These numbers might be explained by
the twofold development of first, the above-mentioned tripling in the
proportion of Danish women after 1901, and second, an increased
awareness of whiteness among the Danes from the 1920s and onwards.
In fact, an intertwined set of notions that seems to have played a
major part in marriages on the islands, were the notions of whiteness,
Danishness, and class. When a Danish man married a Danish woman,
it was socially understood as a choice that incorporated the three
valued notions—Danishness, whiteness, and higher social class—
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in one; while marrying non-Danish white woman for many was
increasingly considered to be as highly esteemed. Common for both
marital choices was the signaling of bourgeois status and a kind of
social superiority.
It is also interesting how the marital numbers reconfigure
themselves if we look at the time of arrival of the Danish men on
the islands. The census of 1930 oﬀers this opportunity, since “year of
migration” was a part of the questionnaire. When applying this new
lens, a clearer pattern emerges. Of the married Danish men that arrived
on the islands before 1900, around two-thirds were married to a local
woman, while only approximately six percent had a Danish wife and
thirteen percent had married a non-Danish white woman.117 If we
then look at the married Danish men who migrated after the transfer
in 1917, it turns out that a little under half of the married Danish men
were married to a Dane, one-fifth of the men were married to a nonDanish woman declared to be white, while only around seven percent
were married to a local woman. Even though I am here working with
relatively small numbers, I would argue that an upheaval in marital
practices among the Danes is apparent. Ultimately, this means that
between men who migrated before 1900 and those migrating after
1917, there was an increase of roughly forty percent of Danish married
men who had a Danish wife, and about the same increase when it
came to those who married a non-Danish white wife.
These census numbers confirm the sense that correspondences
between the diﬀerent business ventures, as well as the personal
narratives, gave us of a new empire migrant man, who relatively often
brought his wife along, or soon after migration married a woman from
a prestigious family in the white community. Thus, it seems that from
1900 onwards, recognizable home life became a value for many Danes
on the distant islands. This increase in marriages can also be partly
explained by the fact that women were considered the materialization
of both domesticity and morale. At the same time the modernization
on the islands, the private business ventures and their improvement
of transportation and communication, had opened up a space of
possibility for more women to travel to the empires.118
This gendered element in the process of empire migration is an
important one: it shaped not just the marriage patterns of the Danish
men who traveled to the islands, but it also reconfigured island space
itself. As a (re)production of a general Western European and North
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American discourse, the Danish empire migrants had gradually
developed a stronger national identification.119 This was, as we saw
above, evident in the debates about the empire in Denmark. On
the islands, this was apparent in the high proportion of all-Danish
marriages after 1900, and especially after 1917.
The gradual domestication of Virgin Islands space was enabled
and produced by the physical arrival of Danish wives on the islands.
Although their husbands were often the engine behind the act of
migration, and although the occupations of men influenced the
position of their wives, these women were far from peripheral in the
Danish and white community. As a crucial part of the culture of the
empire migrants, they participated equally in the daily (re)production
and practice of paternalistic and diﬀerentiating discourses on race,
class, and power. Moreover, their increased presence did not just
produce a new ideal for the white man, it also introduced the ideal
of the white housewife as a positive and elevated figure of status, and
created new norms for white family life on the islands. Some single
Danish women also migrated to St. Croix and St. Thomas, but these
were very few. Before 1945, single woman migration to the islands was
very scarce, and only a limited number of nurses, deaconesses, private
babysitters, governesses, and one or two independent merchant
women in the 1930s, traveled to the islands.120 As we have seen, many
Danish men found local wives, but the great increase in Danish and
other white marriages created a white elite consisting of fewer and
fewer single men, and of more all-white families and marriages. Thus,
even if the ideal of white endogamy was not fulfilled in reality, by the
time of transfer, empire migration had, in Elizabeth Buettner’s words,
“become a family aﬀair.”121
For the Danes in general, it was common practice that men
arrived prior to their wives and set up everything, thereby hoping
to spare them of the initial chaos of arrival. The wives would then
travel the distance to the islands alone, maybe bringing children,
sometimes paired up with another Danish wife or an acquaintance
of the husband for the trip.122 Some of the men, however, were not
married when they came, but went back to Denmark to find a wife
or found one on the islands. This was, for example, how it happened
for Carl Lawaetz, who had arrived on St. Croix on his own, and after
setting up a decent life for himself went on vacation in Denmark. Here
he proposed to his future wife, Marie, and once they were engaged, he
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went back to the island alone. Marie followed soon after, alone with
only her suitcases and money for a return trip from her father, in case
she changed her mind.123
If the men did not go back to find a wife once they were settled,
as Carl Lawaetz did, many entered into marriage just before they left
for the islands. Therefore, it was important to choose the right kind
of woman who could embody the “restful, contented and dutiful”
image of a white lady, and who knew how to handle servants and
adjust to local conditions.124 Not only should she be able to practice
this white bourgeoisie, it was also crucial that she was the right fit
for a marriage that would entail separation from family and home
country. This was problematic for Knud Knud-Hansen, who had first
married a Danish woman, who as it turned out, could not cope with
life “out there” on St. Thomas. As he explained in his memoir, she was
diﬀerent from most Danish women on the islands, who “were not the
kind that always bore in mind the thousands of miles that separated
them from their old homes in Denmark and the many years they had
been away.” She had trouble adjusting to life as a Danish wife on the
islands, and even though she got along well with some of the Dutch
and English families on St. Thomas, she—as Knud-Hansen expressed
it— “never felt at home out here where good little women from home
spread out as high society blues.”125 The permanent move to the
islands brought about the end of their marriage, but their daughter,
Vilma, was already integrated and ended up marrying an American
and had two sons, who entered the U.S. Navy.126 After his misfortune
in the first marriage, Knud-Hansen instead went on to find himself a
St. Thomas-born white wife named Ruby, who was locally grounded
and did not need to adapt.127
Hence, adjusting to life on the islands could be diﬃcult for Danish
women. In contrast to most men, who had an established function
and network based in their employment, Danish women had no
workplace, no colleagues, and no fixed responsibilities. For Danish
wives, the resident Danes, especially other Danish wives, constituted
a safety net and a helping hand in the transition. Katrine Svensgaard,
for example, remembers how Danes would “stick together as soon as
they are out of Denmark.” By way of example, the Jensens, a Danish
couple, moved Katrine and her husband into a room in the Jensens’
house while they were waiting for their house to be ready in 1936.128
The couple did not want Katrine to be alone while her husband was
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working, so the wife, Musse, spent time with Katrine. In her memoir,
Katrine recounts, “It was a great help to live with them, because Musse
would take me to all the stores and to the market. She educated me in
every way.”129 In this way, Musse helped Katrine adjust and prepared
her for being a housewife on St. Thomas. Likewise, Marie Lawaetz,
who lived on St. Croix from 1902 to her death in 1966, found support
in the Lutheran church in Frederiksted when she first arrived in her
new life. Pastor Nyegaard and his wife helped her adjust to island life
and the Danish deaconesses became her close friends and source of
comfort.
The roles in the Danish family life on the islands followed the
lines of bourgeois ideals and practices in Denmark. In the model
bourgeois family, the male head of the family was defined by his
occupation, and his work was often his and the family’s first priority.
His relation to his wife and children was loving, but defined within
a framework of patriarchy. The woman was a housewife whose
identity and social status was determined by that of her husband. She
would be responsible for the state and atmosphere of the household
and represent her husband by elegantly moving around behind the
scenes. Although Marie, for example, had formal training in tailoring,
painting, and sketching and had been teaching art in Denmark, she,
as most Danish women did, became a fulltime housewife on the
islands.130 Since she was now a part of the white elite, Marie had to
adjust to a new, more bourgeois lifestyle.
Although white island family life resembled its bourgeois parallel
in Denmark, a fundamental diﬀerence for Danish wives was the
fact that their privilege was not just based in their husband’s title
and the family’s wealth; it was also founded in racial categorization.
Regardless of their social and cultural background, as Margaret
Jones puts it, “they all participated to a greater or lesser extent in the
benefits of being white in a racially unequal society.”131 This inherent
privilege, and the fact that their husbands often ascended quickly into
high positions in society, was reflected in an often unfamiliar class
move for many Danish women. Migrating to the islands, then, did not
just provide a whole new environment and a very tangible distance
to the homeland; for the often upper-working-class or middle-class
Danes who traveled there, it also meant social ascendance.
A role as “managing housewife” gave many Danish women, as
well as the white wives of Danish men, a great amount of time to
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socialize, pursue hobbies or become involved in charity or church
work. Apart from overseeing the household, the white housewife,
for example, went on numerous social calls, to cocktail parties, or
helped prepare dishes for social gatherings with her cook.132 Marie
Lawaetz, for example, began painting china and sewing linen and
took up photography, while also doing work for the Lutheran church.
Meanwhile, Henrietta Berg played the piano, went horseback riding,
and spent most of her time on social calls, while Ruby Knud-Hansen
became a board member of the American Red Cross. Similarly, Katrine
Svensgaard remembers the many social gatherings, and how she and
other Danish wives, along with Norwegians and Americans, would
make clothes for the American Red Cross during the Second World
War.133
But the role of the wife was not limited to socialization, social
work, and hobbies; many of the wives were involved in their husband’s
work to a significant extent. From her position at his side, the figure of
the white housewife would supplement and represent her husband at
all times and often prepare for, and participate in, his complex social
calls and business visits. Moreover, her main sphere, the home, was
often anything but private, and largely involved in the flow of work
and representation.134 Thus, through her own interest in social and
philanthropic practices, and because of her role as an extension of her
husband, the white housewife was deeply involved in the sociality,
business life, and politics of the Danish and white community on the
islands. Arguably, she was only “on the side” in a matter of speaking,
while in reality she was an integral part of this society.
Conclusion
The Danish West Indies had always been very far away from
Denmark, mentally as well as physically. The empire at home was very
much bound up with a Western civilizing–or developing–discourse
that was based in social-Darwinistic ideas of race and evolution, and
in paternalism. The paternalism was common in imperial discourses
of the time, but it developed in national forms. The Danish debate
about the West Indies was framed by diﬀerent versions of nationalism
and was ultimately about the degree of “Danishness” of the islands.
Generally, debaters were (re)producing the newest version of Western
nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
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This was a nationalism that believed in the superiority of Western
civilization. Entangled in the new ideas of imperialism, it confirmed
the magnificence of Western culture against a negative other: the
“primitive” cultures in need of civilization.135
This imperial nationalism was reflected in a complex movement
of business initiatives on the islands where nationalistic-paternalistic
ideas had been set in motion. For the hopeful initiators, the actual
sale of the islands in 1917 was undesired, and many considered it
a great setback. Writings in, for example, Atlanten concentrated on
Denmark’s national responsibility to educate the population and
develop the economy of the islands. The organization goal was
achieving “practical results to the benefit of both the Motherland
and the colony,” and they focused on debating diﬀerent approaches
to developing the islands, from schooling systems, hospitals, and
health care to port expansions and agricultural rationalization.136
The public debate about the islands was not entirely new. Awareness
of the colonies and the notion of a Danish empire had earlier been
common, though always framed in imperial-economic terms.137 Here,
at the beginning of the twentieth century, nationalistic ideas entered
the discourse of empire. Danes were again paying attention to—and
now debating—their Caribbean, colonial relation. The distant empire
had moved closer to the Motherland.
When the islands were sold in 1917, the islands continued to be
understood by some Danes in a framework of home. Even though the
imperial nationalistic development mission on the islands dwindled,
Danes still traveled to the islands as employees of the private initiatives
such as the Danish West Indian National Bank, the West Indian
Company, and the Plantation Company. The decision to move to the
now-American islands was often fueled by the notion that Denmark
and the islands were somehow connected. Friendships and familiar
bonds, and familiar patterns of migration going back to colonial
migration to the islands, ensured a sense of recognizability and even
“home.” Personal motivations behind the decision were diﬀerent, of
course, but most Danes came to understand themselves as a sort of
ambassadors of Denmark on the islands. They were there to develop
the islands, and they were there exactly because of their Danishness.
There was a great diﬀerence, however, between those who were
recruited to work for the Plantation Company or the sugar industry
in general, and those who worked for the bank or the West Indian
42

Company. The West Indian Company in particular had its own
framework of understanding, in which the employees saw themselves
as company men and cosmopolites, and they were used to traveling
around the world. Therefore, they were also more than just employees;
they embodied the whole organization and represented The East
Asiatic Company itself as much as they represented Denmark. This
was reflected in the fact that most employees of the two organizations
were expected to be married before they moved to the islands, and to
bring their wives along. Thus, the newer imperial nationalistic mindset and demand for employees to be married led to a domestication
or feminization of the Danish presence on the islands, in tandem with
a contemporary Western trend of domesticating imperial discourse.
This, in turn, meant that more Danish women moved to the islands,
went through adjustment processes, experienced and reproduced
discourses of whiteness, and generally became a central part of the
Danish and white community.
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